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The  Story  of 

YELLAPRAGADA  SUBBAROW 

(July  1,  1896  —  August  9,  1948) 


"He  it  was  who  discovered  teropterin,  a 
cancer  palliative.  From  his  laboratories  came 
folic  acid,  and  he  headed  the  research  that 
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ave  you  ever  wanted  to  write 
|  about  the  most  unfor- 
~  gettable  person  you  have 
ever  known?  Well,  this  is  my  chance! 

A  few  years  ago  I  was  making  a  tour  of  the 
great  Lederle  Pharmaceutical  Plant  in  Pearl  River, 
New  York.  While  there  I  met  the  head  of  the 
research  department,  an  Indian  by  the  name  of 
Dr.  Yellapragada  SubbaRow.  There  were  three 
hundred  scientists  under  his  direction  making 
drugs  and  extracts  sold  throughout  the  world. 

A  friendship  began  that  day  that  was  deepened 
when  he  became  a  member  of  our  church.  He  had 
been  born  in  Madras  and  as  a  boy  was  inseparable 
from  his  older  brother.  But  sprue  swept  India, 
and  the  brother  died.  Yellapragada  didn’t  see  how 
he  could  live  without  him,  and  as  a  member  of  a 
Brahmin  family,  he  determined  to  become  an 
ascetic  priest.  It  was  at  this  time  he  met  a  Christian 
missionary  who  quietly  suggested,  "There  is  no 
reason  to  withdraw  from  life  because  you  have 
lost  your  brother.  Why  don’t  you  think  of  the 
greatest  thing  you  could  do  and  then  dedicate 
your  talents  to  God  and  man? 


With  that  inspiration  the  boy  decided  he  wanted 
to  find  a  cure  for  sprue.  He  enrolled  in  the  Uni¬ 
versity  of  Madras  and  got  his  M.D.  A  scholarship 
took  him  to  London,  where  he  received  his  doc¬ 
torate  in  tropical  diseases.  Further  awards  brought 
him  to  Harvard,  where  he  got  his  Ph.D.  in  chem¬ 
istry.  For  fifteen  years  he  was  on  the  faculty  of 
the  Harvard  Medical  School,  and  then  because  he 
wanted  to  find  ever  more  cures  for  human  dis¬ 
eases,  he  became  the  director  of  the  multi-million 
dollar  research  at  Lederle  Laboratories. 

He  gave  away  all  the  money  he  had.  Often  I 
sent  on  his  checks  for  world  relief.  He  paid  for 
the  education  of  many  young  people  going  into 
medicine  or  the  ministry.  His  philosophy  was,  "I 
was  born  with  nothing;  I  shall  die  with  nothing; 
whatever  I  have  must  go  for  the  work  of  God.” 

He  found  a  cure  for  sprue,  and  out  of  his  own 
money  shipped  the  drug  to  India,  that  other  young 
men  might  not  die  as  his  brother  had.  Because  of 
him,  tropical  sprue  has  been  conquered. 

He  it  was  who  discovered  teropterin,  a  cancer 
palliative.  From  his  laboratories  came  folic  acid, 
and  he  headed  the  research  that  produced  aureo- 
mycin. 

Then  one  day  when  I  was  in  New  Hampshire, 
I  received  a  wire  which  read:  ''Can  you  return 
immediately?  Dr.  SubbaRow  died  this  morning.” 
Arriving  at  LaGuardia  I  read  the  account  in  the 
New  York  Herald  Tribune:  "Dr.  Yellapragada 
SubbaRow  died  yesterday.  He  was  one  of  the 
greatest  medical  research  scientists  of  the  cen¬ 
tury.  .  .  Scientists  from  all  over  the  world  at¬ 
tended  his  service.  So  many  said,  ".  .  .  ten  more 
years  and  he  would  have  had  an  answer  to  can¬ 
cer.”  Another  observed,  ''He  was  more  like  Jesus 
Christ  than  any  man  I  have  ever  known.” 


He  was  the  most  unforgettable  person  I  have 
ever  met.  I  have  often  paid  tribute  to  his  memory. 
But  even  more  I  should  like  to  pay  tribute  to  the 
missionary  who  really  gave  him  to  us.  More  than 
that,  I  have  wanted  to  thank  God  for  the  people 
who  made  that  missionary’s  existence  in  Madras, 
India,  possible. 

There  are  more  like  Dr.  SubbaRow  all  over  the 
world  ...  in  India  .  .  .  the  Congo  ...  in  our  own 
American  cities  served  by  Christian  centers  .  .  . 
people  in  our  colleges  and  universities  who  await 
the  Christian  challenge. 

They  can  only  be  inspired  as  we  make  it  pos¬ 
sible.  Behind  a  SubbaRow  is  the  representative  of 
God,  but  behind  that  representative,  the  money 
that  made  his  service  possible. 

The  money  American  Baptist  churches  give  to 
all  home  and  foreign  mission  work  is  far  less  than 
the  present  needs  and  opportunities  demand. 

I  live  with  the  prayer  that  with  what  we  give 
many  SubbaRows  of  science  and  philosophy  and 
of  the  Christian  Faith  will  be  challenged  to  serve 
both  God  and  man. 
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Editorial  Note: 

Not  all  men  can  be  ten-talent  geniuses  like  Dr. 
SubbaRow.  But  all  can  be  Christ-like  as  he  was 
Christ-like.  And  all  can  be  noble  as  he  was  noble 
with  the  nobility  that  comes  from  Christ. 

Moreover,  all  can  be  useful  as  was  the ‘humble, 
unnamed  ,  missionary  who  first  pointed  the  boy, 
SubbaRow,  to  Christ.  And  all  can  give  their  money 
to  appoint  and  send  other  missionaries  to  India, 
Japan,  Africa,  and  elsewhere  to  bring  hope  and 
newness  of  life  and  a  loving,  steadfast  purpose  to 
young  men  and  women  whose  genius  for  mercy 


and  truth  might  never  flower  without,  the  inspira¬ 
tion  and  compulsion  of  Jesus  Christ. 

The  author  of  this  thrilling  story  is  the  Rev¬ 
erend  Gordon  Torgersen,  pastor  of  the  First 
Baptist  Church  of  Worcester,  Massachusetts.  Mr. 
Torgersen  is  also  a  member  of  the  Board  of  Man¬ 
agers  of  the  American  Baptist  Foreign  Mission 
Society. 

To  Lederle  Laboratories  go  our  thanks  for  the 
picture  of  Dr.  Yellapragada  SubbaRow. 

Jesse  R.  Wilson 
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